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After completing this chapter, students should 
be able to do the following:
• Explain the origins of the Italian language
• Discuss why Dante Alighieri wrote in the 
people’s spoken language, rather than Latin
• Describe why sheet music is mostly written 
and read in Italian
• Identify everyday words that originated in Italy
The birth of a language 
Imagine if the day-to-day English you use were spoken like a 
Shakespearean sonnet or play? Well, that is more or less the way 
the Italian language is crafted, thanks to Dante Alighieri, who is 
rightfully called the father of the Italian language. Dante was a 
poet and intellectual—un poeta e intellettuale—and carefully laid 
the basis of lexicon and renewed grammar for the Italian 
language when he wrote his magnum opus, the groundbreaking 
and revolutionary poetic opera and trilogy, La Divina Commedia 
(The Divine Comedy) circa 1308-21 while in exile from his 
hometown of Florence. 
Imagine being exiled from your lifelong hometown, kept away 
from everything you know and love, your friends and family, and 
using art to overcome the trauma and cheer yourself up. Many 
people experienced exile in those days due to warring political 
factions, but how many succeeded in composing an epic, 
immersive, and innovative masterpiece that became the 
foundation of a national language that endures today?
During the Middle Ages, prominent scholars wrote chiefly in Latin, 
which was considered the universal language, for their wealthy 
and educated audiences. This excluded most plebeians, or 
common people, from accessing the written word in all its forms: 
as literature, poetry, and religious scripture; reading the content of 
any legal documents; or following proceedings since hardly any 
commoner could read or write Latin. Dante bravely broke with this 
exclusionary, elitist tradition and composed his controversial The 
Divine Comedy in a “vulgar” language based on the vernacular of 
the common people of Florence, Tuscany. Yet, Dante also had the 
foresight to set his work in a hyper-refined, artistic form, done 
deliberately as a political provocation, because he wanted all 
people—not only the cultivated aristocracy—to have access to, 
understanding of, and appreciation for the meaning of his poetry 
and composition. 
Dante unlocked the door for those who did not receive a classical 
education, which was reserved for the privileged upper class, and 
who consequently could hardly read or write, let alone possess a 
functional understanding of Latin. Italian commoners could now 
read Dante’s work in their own, newly written Italian language, or 
more frequently, listen, memorize, and recite the rhymes. Sharing 
his poetry, many fell in love with the musical rhythm and powerful 
expression of Dante’s writing style. 
His technique, known as terza rima, employs 11 syllables per 
verse, with three verses per stanza, for a total of 33 syllables per 
stanza and the possibility of endlessly connecting stanzas. While 
meanings can be lost in translation, Table 1.1 on the following 
page illustrates Dante’s terza rima. It is an excerpt from The 
Inferno’s Canto I, when Dante meets the ancient Roman poet, 
Virgil, who then accompanies him on his epic journey. Interactive 
1.1, also on the following page, includes a video furthering this 
explanation.
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Now, let us consider the last verse of Dante’s epic poem, L’amor 
che move il sole e altre stele, which translates to “The love that 
moves the sun and other stars.” In English, “the” and “love” are 
two words that cannot be combined into a grammatical 
contraction. In Italian, “the” and “love” are joined into one word 
because the definite article “lo” precedes a word that starts with a 
vowel, “amor.” Drop the “o” in “lo” and join the “l” and the “a” of 
“amor,” and it becomes “l’amor.” This is just one example of the 
stylish, smoothly flowing way Italian is written and spoken, and 
one of the reasons why it looks and sounds so lyrical. If you ever 
wondered why it sounds like Italians are singing when they speak, 
now you know the language and grammar were originally crafted 
by Dante Alighieri, the poetic genius. You will see more examples 
of grammatical contractions as you progress through your 
chapters in Mango Languages.
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Interactive 1.1 Dante’s poetic structure 
& terzine 
Watch this video for Ronaldo’s explanation  
of Dante’s poetic structure and terzine.
Table 1.1 The Inferno, Canto I
Italiano English
Or se’ tu quel Virgilio e quella fonte  
che spandi di parlar sì largo fiume? 80  
rispuos’ io lui con vergognosa fronte.
Now, art thou that Virgilius and that fountain  
Which spreads abroad so wide a river of speech? 80  
I made response to him with bashful forehead.
O de li altri poeti onore e lume, 
vagliami ’l lungo studio e ’l grande amore  
che m’ha fatto cercar lo tuo volume.
O, of the other poets honour and light, 
Avail me the long study and great love  
That have impelled me to explore thy volume!
Tu se’ lo mio maestro e ’l mio autore, 
tu se’ solo colui da cu’ io tolsi  
lo bello stilo che m’ha fatto onore.
Thou art my master, and my author thou, 
Thou art alone the one from whom I took 
The beautiful style that has done honour to me.
Dante’s legacy
Dante’s Commedia, composed for all the people of the Middle 
Ages, was the first bestseller in European history—a bestseller 
whose publication was no simple feat. In Dante’s time, monks 
and scribes had to copy everything by hand, word for word, page 
by page, one volume at a time because the printing press had not 
yet been invented. 
Over the following centuries, other renowned poets like 
Francesco Petrarca and Giovanni Boccaccio followed in Dante’s 
footsteps by writing in the Florentine dialect of the Tuscan 
language. Florence was already a bustling hub of culture and 
global commerce at that time. Riccardo Nesti, author of Florence: 
History, Art, Folklore, elaborates thusly:
	 Consequently, Florence became the indisputable centre of 		
	 cultural life whose expression is manifest in the literary 	 	
	 works of Boccaccio, Petrarch, and Dante. Their works were 	
	 already read and enjoyed throughout Italy during their 	 	
	 lifetimes. Because the authors utilized the Florentine 
	 ‘tongue’ instead of Latin–then the legitimate language for 	 	
	 official documents and writings–Italian became the 	 	 	
	 accepted language throughout the peninsula. It is for this 	 	
	 reason that the great poet Dante is rightfully considered as 	
	 the father of the Italian language. (Nesti, 1996, pp. 5-6) 
Italian unification & loanwords
It took hundreds of years, but progressively and eventually, 
Dante’s Italian became established as the de facto literary 
language of an area much larger than Tuscany. When Italy finally 
became a unified nation in 1861 as a result of the Risorgimento, 
the Florentine dialect was designated as the official language of 
Italy. Precedingly, Italy was divided into different states, and every 
region had its own distinctive, colloquial dialect. These dialects 
were essentially derivatives of Latin, the regional versions of 
Romance languages, and included Piedmontese, Romanesco, 
Napoletano, Siciliano, and Lombardo. To this day, many regions 
still proudly have their own accents and unique vocabulary, as 
Review ancient manuscripts of Dante’s Commedia as well as  
the hand of Guido d’Arezzo and Italian musical scores.
Interactive 1.2 Ancient Italian literature & 
music
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well as special foods and dishes, layers and layers of regional 
history, and local influences. It was only after World War I that 
basic schooling, radio, and television helped shape the people of 
Italy into reading, writing, and speaking the carefully crafted and 
chosen language of Italian. Before then, a Sicilian and a Venetian 
had no way of understanding each other!
Furthermore, like how computer programming languages are 
grounded in English because they originated in Silicon Valley, 
California, the international language for musical performance 
notation is Italian. This is because an Italian music theorist of the 
Medieval period, Guido d’Arezzo, created the earliest version of 
musical notation for his students to learn how to read music 
around 1000 A.D. 
Over the years, sheet music was refined, especially during the 
Italian Renaissance. Italy’s influence on music composition still 
endures as the standardized vocabulary and system of reading 
and writing sheet music, although many musical composers of 
other nations have sprinkled influences into the lexicon. Many 
operas were and remain composed in Italian, with opera singers 
having to learn the language in order to perform. Many words 
from the Italian musical vocabulary are internationally known and 
recognized today even if you are not a music major. Some 
examples are tempo, a cappella, solo, duo, soprano, crescendo, 
ballad, baritone, sonata, presto, diva, ballerina, maestro, opera/
operetta, and bravo/brava, all of which are loanwords from Italian. 
 
The author of Pinocchio (1883), Carlo Collodi, was also from 
Tuscany. When walking the streets of Florence, you will see shops 
with many wooden souvenirs of Pinocchio. Other Italian 
loanwords that have made their way into our everyday vocabulary 
include motto, extravaganza, fiancé, stiletto, casino, riviera, 
propaganda, scenario, paparazzi, vendetta, volcano, and lava. Of 
course, many Italian loanwords for food include biscotti, 
macaroni, pasta, pizza, spaghetti, lasagna, pepperoni, 
cappuccino, zucchini, pistachio, mozzarella, parmesan, 
minestrone, broccoli, and gelato. Fashionistas greatly appreciate 
Italy’s style in fashion, as well. Gucci, Prada, Dolce & Gabbana, 
Ferragamo, Valentino, Versace, Armani, and Moschino are all  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Pinocchio dolls for sale in Florence
 
internationally acclaimed brands. Ferrari, Lamborghini, Maserati, 
Alfa Romeo, Fiat, and Vespa are also motor brands that have 
transcended cultures to become internationally known. It is 
common to hear Italians use the word, bello/bella, which means 
beautiful. Indeed, for Italians, beauty and culture are paramount. 
Enjoy films such as Cinema Paradiso or Under the Tuscan Sun, 
and imagine basking in the golden Italian sunlight surrounded by 
a field of bright yellow sunflowers with Italy’s rolling, verdant hills 
in the background. Visit the Renaissance city and practice your 
Italian in its very birthplace, Firenze, Italia (Florence, Italy)!
Interactive 1.3 Dante meets Virgil
An interesting part of the Divine Comedy is when Dante 
meets Virgil, who guides him through the underworld’s 
inferno. This is especially remarkable because Dante is a 
poet and pays homage to his favorite poet, Virgil, of 
ancient Rome’s Augustan period. Virgil’s influence on the 
world’s literature is immeasurable. He wrote three of the 
most famous poems in Latin literature: Eclogues, 
Georgics, and his masterpiece, the epic Aeneid from 19 
B.C.E. Dante brings Virgil back to life as his guide and 
friend to accompany him through the darkest time of his 
life in order to ascend to paradiso (paradise). 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Upon completion of this chapter’s study, students 
should be able to:
• Explain the Florentine Guild members that formed 
the Signoria
• Identify Florence’s gold coin, the fiorino d’oro, as 
Europe’s preferred currency
• Summarize Renaissance Humanism
• Identify medieval buildings that were built before 
the Renaissance period
• Discuss the events that ignited the Renaissance 
movement
• Describe the Medici family’s influence on the 
Florentine Renaissance
• Give examples of Italian buildings and monuments 
that were constructed during the Renaissance 
period
The rebirth
The period of the Italian Renaissance is considered a golden era 
of knowledge, scientific exploration, literature, architecture, and 
art. The period emerged in the aftermath of the Middle Ages 
following the fall of the Roman Empire and the second pandemic 
of the bubonic plague, which decimated nearly one-third of 
Europe’s population. A new middle class of merchants, artisans, 
and scholars developed. This reconfiguration of society led to 
the rediscovery and relearning of classical knowledge of antiquity 
and the resurgence of humanist philosophy, literature, and art. 
The Renaissance spanned the 15th to the 17th centuries, and 
started in Florence, Italy. While many Italian city-states were 
larger and more influential than Florence—namely Rome, Milan, 
and Venice—Florence, a democracy, was in a unique position to 
obtain, examine, study, translate, and disseminate ancient 
classical, philosophical texts of Rome, Greece, and Egypt. 
Championed by Florentine scholars and due to its central trading 
location in the Italian peninsula, powerful merchant and artisan 
guilds, and its abundance of literary and artistic talent, the city 
excelled in these components of the Italian Renaissance. The 
ideas and learning revived during the Renaissance include poetry 
and literature, architecture, astronomy, humanist philosophy, 
global travel, self-discovery, painting and sculpture, practical 
building, gardening, cooking, sciences, mathematics, and 
lifestyle arts like the cultivation of good friendship.
Florentine guilds
Two centuries before the Renaissance began, Florence’s 
economy was already bustling with merchants, trade, and the 
fine arts. Seven major guilds helped its citizens earn a steady 
income. For example, Florence, not Milan, was the original 
epicenter of global fashion. The first textiles guild was the Arte di 
Calimala, the finishers and dyers of foreign cloth. According to 
Staley (1906), Florence’s seven major guilds—or arti maggiori—
that unified the population were comprised of the following:
• Arte de Giudici e Notai: the judges and notaries
• Arte di Calimala: foreign cloth merchants, finishers, and dyers
• Arte della Lana: wool merchants and manufacturers
Section 1
Florence: The cradle of the Renaissance
9
• Arte del Cambio: bankers and money-changers
• Arte della Seta: silk merchants and weavers
• Arte de Medici e Speziali: doctors and apothecaries/physicians
• Arte de Vaiai e Pelliccia: furriers and skinners
The minor guilds were comprised of butchers, bakers, armorers, 
vintners, tanners, masons, carpenters, innkeepers, cooks, 
locksmiths, and leather workers. 
Guilds & influence
Guilds also had their say in local government. Every two months, 
Florence held a lottery that included the names of each guild. The 
winner was chosen to serve as the priori, or priors—
decisionmakers and members of the Signoria, the Florentine 
government. Every two months, a new head of state—the 
Gonfaloniere—was designated from the eight priori who formed 
the Signoria. 
The Florentine merchant guilds not only had a hand in the city-
state’s government, they minted their own currency for use in 
trade and commerce: 
	 The striking success of the merchant companies was 	 	
	 greatly promoted by the fact that under the First Democracy 
	 the government had the foresight to issue a coin of its own, 	
	 the celebrated fiorino d’oro, or gold florin. Wisely minted at 	  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	 an unfluctuating gold content, it gained universal confidence 
	 and, gradually replacing the many unreliable coins in general 
	 circulation, became the common monetary measure 	 	 	
	 throughout the western world. It may be left to the 	 	 	
	 imagination how much the spread of the habit of quoting 	 	
	 prices in the native currency boosted the Florentine 	 	 	
	 prestige. (Schevill, 1949, p. 17)
Florentine scholars & humanism
Florentine poets including Dante Alighieri, Francesco Petrarca, 
and Giovanni Boccaccio, who wrote in the Tuscan dialect (as 
discussed in Chapter 1), gave rise to Italian literature. Petrarca, 
known in English as Petrarch, was a passionate scholar, church 
cleric, and diplomatic envoy who travelled in searched of 
forgotten classical works—namely, the ancient Roman writings of 
Cicero and epic Greek poems of Homer. Petrarch’s rediscovery of 
these classical texts and his sharing of ideas with friends and 
colleagues—especially fellow poet, Boccaccio—gave rise to 
humanism, the revival of the study of classical antiquity and the 
movement that propelled the scholars of Florence. The humanist 
movement is credited for initiating the Renaissance period in the 
14th century. 
Renaissance humanism—not to be confused with the 19th 
century philosophical movement of universities’ humanities or 
liberal arts—included the recovery and revival of classical texts 
from Greece, Rome, and Egypt, and is ultimately what sparked 
the Renaissance in Florence. The main principle of Renaissance 
humanism is that humans should do all they can to realize their 
creative potential and looked to the accomplishments of the past 
for inspiration. 
These wondrous accomplishments include the architectural 
monuments of ancient Rome and Greece, as well as their 
literature. Further, Renaissance humanism suggested that people 
relish their lives in the here and now, rather than the ever after. 
Petrarch’s premise of humanism did not contradict the church; he 
was a devout Catholic and postulated that one can make the 
most of his/her life, be a good person, have enjoyment, and still 
go to heaven. According to Cronin, (1967), Petrarch would kiss 
his Homer manuscript, although he could only read a few words 
from it. He searched the expanses of southern Italy for Basilian 
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Back and front of a golden Florin, or Fiorino d’oro, with striking used from 1252-1533 
monks who still spoke a bit of Greek, and paid for the 
translations. 
	 If Petrarch is universally celebrated as the father of 	 	 	
	 humanism, he owes this honor to the fact that it was he who 
	 put an end of the hesitant attitude of the generation that 	 	
	 preceded him and resolutely turned his back on the 	 	 	
	 outmoded intellectual matter of the medieval 	 	 	 	
	 schools. (Schevill, 1949, p. 44)
Throughout the years, Florentine scholars immersed themselves 
in studying the classical texts, but none more than Niccolò de' 
Niccoli. Niccoli, the son of a merchant, “sold off strips of farmland 
in order to obtain books, which he was notorious for lending left 
and right (at one time 200 were out on loan); he was equally 
notorious for not returning books he borrowed” (Cronin, 2011, p. 
47). 
Niccoli hired a man of action, Poggio Bracciolini, to travel to 
monasteries across Europe in search of classical texts. Some of 
the ancient Roman manuscripts he amassed included Trainings of 
an Orator, poems from the Silver Age, Astrononomica, history of 
the fourth century Roman empire, a work on cookery by Apicus, 
Cicero’s Brutus, and On Aqueducts—an essential reading on 
Roman architecture. 
	 The more closely they read the newly found Latin books, 	 	
	 the more obvious that the Roman achievement was not a 	 	
	 sudden creation, but owed a heavy debt to Greece. Cicero 	
	 kept quoting Plato, Terence was said to have adapted Greek 
	 comedies, even the constitution of Republican Rome owed 	
	 much to Athenian democracy. (Cronin, 1967, p. 50) 
Florence had a plentitude of Latin scholars but they did not know 
Greek, so the Signoria invited Greek scholars to occupy their 
newfound Greek Studium and this gave the Florentines the keys 
they needed…Greek grammar. The Florentine scholars then sent 
their emissaries eastwards to recover works left over from the 
Crusades and in 1423 amassed over 238 Greek manuscripts 
which included Plutarch’s Lives, the works of Plato, the Politics of 
Aristotle, and Ptolemy’s Cosmography. 
Watch the following video, Renaissance Humanism, for a deeper 
understanding, and peruse the image gallery on the following 
page for a virtual tour of Pre-Renaissance, Florentine buildings.
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Interactive 2.1 Renaissance Humanism
Ponte Vecchio (old bridge) is the oldest of Florence’s six bridges. Dating back to  
Medieval times, it connects north and south Florence across the Arno River. 
 Gallery 2.1
Pre-Renaissance/pre-Medicean buildings in Florence
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Introduction
To further our study of the Florentine Renaissance, we turn to the 
influential Florentine family who, after the emergence of 
humanism, rebuilt the city using methods of classical rather than 
medieval architecture and changed the world by igniting the 
Renaissance. Today, as one walks through the ancient streets of 
Florence and other Tuscan cities, the influence of the Medici 
family and their coat of arms is abundantly recognizable. The 
distinctive Medici coat of arms—well known yet enigmatic, as no 
one really knows what the palle (balls) on their coat of arms 
signify—is commonplace. Some contend the palle are pills 
because the word medici means doctors, despite there being no 
known doctors in the Medici family. Others contend the palle 
have to be coins because they were moneylenders. Some even 
posit the palle are dents in a shield, paying homage to the 
fighting of their ancestral, valiant knight, Alverado de’ Medici. 
The truth of the matter is shrouded in mystery to this day.
While all human activity takes place within a continuum, some 
periods, like the Florentine Quattrocento (1400-1500), have 




This makes the Florentine Renaissance during the Quattrocento 
the age of the Medici family, specifically under Cosimo il Vecchio 
and Lorenzo il Magnifico, an exciting and prolific part of the 
Florentine Renaissance. 
The Medici were common people of Florence, not of noble lineage, 
yet rose to be one of the most powerful families of Italy and saw 
their influence spread throughout the Western world. Even today, 
their impact can be felt thanks to their generous and passionate 
patronage of the famous Renaissance architects and artists. The 
Medici facilitated the search for ancient knowledge; purchased 
invaluable, classical documents throughout the known world; 
studied them in detail; and built Florence like a mini-Athens during 
what is now coined the Renaissance period. 
The word renaissance is French for “rebirth.” In Italian, it is 
rinascimento. The goal of the Florentine scholars and mentors was 
to create a new age of intellectual achievement: humanism. They 
wanted to demonstrate that an enlightened group of people could 
change the world and how everyday people think. These humanist 
values were reflected in the construction of the city’s new 
architecture, literature, paintings, sculptures, and science. 
Obviously, the Florentines were no strangers to classic architecture 
as Rome was the classical power center of Italy, except at the 
time, it lied in ruins with only the Pantheon and parts of the Roman 
Forum left standing. Nevertheless, these ruins served as reminders 
of what humans could achieve. The plans and construction 
methods for building classical style monuments—even such 
practical details as the recipe for concrete—were lost over time, so 
it was not easy for Florentines to apply the knowledge to recapture 
the classical era of Rome and Greece. Essentially, the Florentines 
made it their mission to recover long-lost manuscripts and 
classical texts full of forgotten knowledge concerning philosophy, 
medicine, mathematics, architecture, astronomy, and other 
sciences from ancient Rome, Greece, and Egypt in an effort to 
allow the humanistic worldview to once again flourish.
Emergence of the Medici
So, how did an obscure family of commoners from the Mugello 
Valley, about 30 miles northeast of Florence, become the best-
known and most prestigious Italian family of all-time? June 1378 
was the first time the Medici name appeared in history when 
Gonfalonieri of Justice, Salvestro dei’ Medici, spoke on behalf of 
the minor guilds, advocating for the middle and working classes to 
prevail over the feudal lords and nobility. The Medici family name 
faded until 1401. Giovanni di Bicci de’ Medici, who came from 
poverty and ran a small banking operation out of the back of a 
wool shop, gained a reputation as a generous man in Florence. 
Giovanni found himself in the group of judges for a contest. This 
contest would select the best artist to design the door panels of 
the Baptistery of San Giovanni (St. John). The winner, Lorenzo 
Ghiberti, was chosen over Filippo Brunelleschi. This event 
commissioning the art adorning the door panels of the baptistery 
commission, is said to signify the commencement of the Florentine 
Renaissance. 
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Skilled at nurturing propitious political connections, Giovanni di 
Bicci de’ Medici chose his financial partners well. He funded 
papal candidate Baldassarre Cossa, who won the papacy thanks 
to the Medici’s backing, opening the way for the expansion of 
their banking empire. Still, their ascension came from their own 
efforts and not from the advantage of noble birth.
Giovanni was the father of Cosimo il Vecchio (“the Elder,” not to 
be confused with Cosimo I, Grand Duke of Florence from a later 
branch of the Medici). 
	 Cosimo was educated at the monastery school of Santa 	 	
	 Maria degli Angeli. Even at this early date, the school was 	 	
	 known as the cradle of new learning, which involved a 	 	
	 revival of interest in the classical learning of Ancient Greece 	
	 and Rome. (P. Strathern, 2003, p. 45) 
Even more than his generous father, Cosimo was a patron of the 
arts and an avid collector of ancient manuscripts. His father also 
ensured he was educated in finance and could run the family’s 
banking business. But despite being a banker by trade, Cosimo 
was an enthusiast of the new learning, maintaining and funding 
Florence’s circle of humanist philosophers, translators, and 
scribes as they collected ancient texts. 
Marsilo Ficino was one of Cosimo’s best friends and translators 
(his best-known translations being the works of Plato and the 
Egyptian Hermes Trismegistus’s Corpus Hermeticum). The 
translated, ancient texts are still available today and are part of 
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universities’ classical curricula thanks to them being revived 
during the Renaissance. 
The Medici’s political modus operandi was based on a populist 
stance—to champion the people, not the nobility. Their motto was 
to always be humble, represent the populace, not attend the 
government palace unless summoned, and heavily invest in the 
arts. Florence’s political climate at the time was dominated by an 
entrenched and powerful nobility with vast birthright privileges. 
The Medici’s discretion with publicly displaying wealth and power 
seemed to them the safest road to follow. Other buildings that 
were constructed during this time were Orsanmichele (a church 
decorated on the outside with patron saints of the various guilds); 
the charitable Spedale degli Innocenti (an orphanage) by Filippo 
Brunelleschi constructed in Renaissance-style and completed in 
1419 after seven years of work; the reconstruction of the 
crumbling San Lorenzo church, also in Renaissance-style by 
Brunelleschi; and the expansion of the Basilica della Santissima 
Annunziata, which was overseen by Michelozzo di Bartolommeo. 
The Renaissance building style deliberately revived the 
fundamentals of ancient Greek and Roman buildings by 
employing classical laws of symmetry, harmony, and proportion. 
Practical features include building the city piazzas (squares) with 
certain dimensions so a child could hear his mother calling from a 
window, or including adjacent colonnades with the buildings for 
people to walk under to avoid the rain. 
Cosimo il Vecchio
When Giovanni died in 1429, Cosimo inherited the family 
business and teamed up with Brunelleschi to finish the 
extraordinary dome on the Florentine Cathedral of Santa Maria 
del Fiore—the crowning symbol of the Renaissance. Cosimo also 
funded the artworks of his talented compatriots and friends, 
Donato di Niccolò di Betto Bardi and Filippo Lippi. Cosimo was 
humble and avoided seeming arrogant by having his smaller 
palazzo constructed by Michelozzo. Cosimo’s aim was to be 
comparatively plain in style on the exterior yet with Renaissance 
simplicity and sophistication on the interior. 
The following video details the rise of the Medici—specifically 
Cosimo il Vecchio—as citizens of the people.
Interactive 2.1 Godfathers of the Renaissance
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In 1438, the Byzantine scholar Gemisto Plethon availed the entire 
lost works of Plato to the Florentines. These and other works 
were acquired during trading expeditions to Constantinople 
(modern day Istanbul, Turkey) and Egypt. When Cosimo’s good 
friend, Niccolo Niccoli—an avid collector, text copier, and inventor 
of the italic script–died, he bequeathed 800 manuscripts to 
Cosimo. 
	 Engaged at the time in restoring the form with which it is 	 	
	 still invested the monastery of San Marco, he ordered the 	 	
	 architect Michelozzo to make provision therein for a 	 	 	
	 structure suitable for the housing of Niccolo’s treasures.  
	 By the year 1444 their transfer to their new home could  
	 be effected and the library of San Marco be opened as the 	
	 first public institution of its kind in Europe. (Schevill, 1949, p. 
	 87) 
Due to his fascination with curating and translating lost, ancient 
manuscripts, Cosimo was a major conduit for sharing the ancient 
knowledge of Rome, Greece, and Egypt. His contribution to the 
Florentine Renaissance galvanizes autodidacticism—enthusiastic, 
self-directed learning. The classical disciplines that the Medici 
lineage supported span the full range of masteries in philosophy, 
literature, history, astronomy, fine arts, architecture, science, law, 
and medicine. 
Because Cosimo was the de facto ruler of Florence, he aimed to 
create an enlightened city inspired by classical philosophy. One of 
his boldest moves for the city was offering to host the displaced 18
congregation of the ecumenical council. These world leaders 
interacted and shared knowledge with diverse circles of scholars 
and artists—pari inter pares, equals amongst equals—all near 
Brunelleschi’s impressive dome, which is still the largest dome 
built with masonry in the world. 
Florence’s merchant streets were being exposed to exotic visitors 
dressed in silk robes, carrying pet monkeys and song birds, 
accompanied by tamed cheetahs, trading fresh spices and 
recipes, and Florentines realized opportunities to establish new 
trade. G. F. Young emphasizes that hosting the ecumenical 
council in the city of Florence “increased political influence, 
brought it much added trade, and secured for it advantages in the 
advancement of the cause of learning” (1930, p. 60). 
Family legacy
In his final days, Cosimo had the entirety of Plato’s translated 
works read to him. Upon his death, he was given the title of Pater 
Patriae, Latin for “Father of his Country,” or literally, “Father of the 
Fatherland.” His grandson, Lorenzo, would come to be known as 
Lorenzo the Magnificent, or Lorenzo il Magnifico. 
Il Magngifico followed in his grandfather’s footsteps and 
mentored legendary artists like Michelangelo Buonarotti and 
Sandro Botticelli, whose works will be discussed in the next 
chapter. Lorenzo de’ Medici also overcame extreme adversity and 
was a true Renaissance man who ran the family business, 
authored plays and songs, jousted, patronized the arts, and 
became a magnate and diplomat who nearly sacrificed his life in 
Naples for the safety of Florence. Florence had its design and 
spirit forged by enlightened men, Cosimo il Vecchio and his 
grandson il Magnifico. Their handprints and family crests remain 
visible there today, emblemizing the Medici’s passion for shared 
knowledge, beauty, and enlightenment. Tap on the following 





After completing this chapter, students should 
be able to do the following: 
• Identify works of art and buildings created 
during the Florentine Renaissance
• Explain the criterion for which UNESCO 
designates Florence’s historic city center with 
Outstanding Universal Value
• Describe typical dishes from Florence  
Introduction
Because of its merchant guilds and literary intellectuals, Florence 
was fertile ground for the Renaissance predating the 
rise of the Medici family. The Florentine 
Merchants took bold and imaginative 
steps through international trade, 
innovations in working with dyed 
threads, coining the golden 
florin, and hiring artisans to 
create intricate altars of 
marble as well as other 
works of beauty and extreme 
quality. Poetic scholars like 
Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio 
created groundbreaking 
masterpieces of Italian literature in the 
Florentine dialect. Manuscripts of antiquity 
were being amassed and translated. Yet, once the 
Medici took the fate of Florence, their personal search for 
enlightenment coupled with their emphasis on civic duty 
impelled them to support the arts. Under the Medici’s generous 
and influential patronage, timeless art amplifying humanistic 
features, like Michelangelo’s David, a work whose impact has 
endured five centuries. 
The Renaissance building style deliberately 
revived the fundamentals of ancient 
Greek and Roman buildings by 
employing classical laws of 
symmetry, harmony, and 
proportion. Practical features 
include building the city 
piazzas (squares) with 
certain dimensions so a child 
could hear his mother calling 
from a window, or including 
adjacent colonnades with the 
buildings for people to walk under to 
avoid the rain. Another important revival of 
classical knowledge included the Renaissance 
painting style of using vanishing points and depth of field so to 
make images appeared real in spatial time and 3D space, not flat 




UNESCO World Heritage site
As a whole, Florence is a veritable museum serving as a timeless 
destination for travelers the world over who come to gaze upon 
Renaissance statues, paintings, and edifices built with the 
classical scholarship revived by the Medici. Declared a World 
Heritage site by UNESCO, Florence attracts millions of tourists 
annually and has been ranked as one of the most beautiful cities 
in the world by Forbes. According to Firenze-Online (n.d.), 
“Florence is usually called ‘the capital of arts’ in according with 
the UNESCO statistics the amount 60% of the world's most 
important works of art are in Italy and about the 30% in 
Florence.” Imagine, 30% of the world’s art concentrated into one 
small city that one can traverse on foot in 30 minutes.
According to UNESCO, “The historic centre of Florence can be 
perceived as a unique social and urban achievement, the result of 
persistent and long-lasting creativity, which includes museums, 
churches, buildings and artworks of immeasurable worth.” 
Florence’s designation as a World Heritage site was bestowed 
due to its unique historical and aesthetic qualities, which are 
based on the following criterion:
	 Criterion (i): The urban complex of Florence is in itself a 	 	
	 unique artistic realization, an absolute chef-d’œuvre, the fruit 
	 of continuous creation over more than six centuries. In 	 	
	 addition to its museums (the Archaeological Museum, Uffizi, 	
	 Bargello, Pitti, Galleria dell’Accademia), the greatest 	 	 	
	 concentration of universally renowned works of art in the 	 	
	 world is found here—the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, 	
	 the Baptistery and the Campanile of Giotto, Piazza della 	 	
	 Signoria dominated by Palazzo Vecchio and the Palazzo 	 	
	 Uffizi, San Lorenzo, Santa Maria Novella, Santa Croce and 	 	
	 the Pazzi chapel, Santo Spirito, San Miniato, and the 		 	
	 Convent of San Marco which houses paintings of Fra 	 	
	 Angelico.
	 Criterion (ii): Since the Quattrocento, Florence has exerted a 	
	 predominant influence on the development of architecture 		
	 and the monumental arts—first in Italy, and throughout 	 	
	 Europe: the artistic principles of the Renaissance were 	 	
	 defined there from the beginning of the 15th century by 	 	
	 Brunelleschi, Donatello and Masaccio. It was in the 	 	 	
	 Florentine milieu that two universal geniuses of the arts – 	 	
	 Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo – were formed and 	 	
	 asserted.
	 Criterion (iii): The Historic Centre of Florence attests in an 	 	
	 exceptional manner, and by its unique coherence, to its 	 	
	 power as a merchant-city of the Middle Ages and of 	 the 	 	
	 Renaissance. From its past, Florence had preserved entire 		
	 streets, fortified palaces (Palazzo Spini, Palazzo del Podestà, 
	 Palazzo della Signoria), lodges (Loggia del Bigallo, Loggia 	 	
	 dei Lanzi, Loggia degli Innocenti and del Mercato Nuovo), 	 	
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	 fountains, a marvelous 14th-century bridge lined with shops, 	
	 the Ponte Vecchio. Various trades, organized into 	 	 	
	 prosperous arts have left several monuments such as the Or 
	 San Michele.
	 Criterion (iv): Florence, a first-rate economic and political 	 	
	 power in Europe from the 14th to the 17th century, was 	 	
	 covered during that period with prestigious buildings which 	
	 translated the munificence of the bankers and the princes: 		
	 Palazzo Rucellai, Palazzo Strozzi, Palazzo Gondi, Palazzo 	 	
	 Riccardi-Medici, Palazzo Pandolfini, Palazzo Pitti and the 	 	
	 Boboli Gardens—as well as the sacristy of San Lorenzo, the 	
	 funerary chapel of the Medici, and the Biblioteca 	 	 	
	 Laurenziana and others.
	 Criterion (vi): Florence is materially associated with events of 
	 universal importance. It was in the milieu of the Neo-	 	 	
	 Platonic Academia that the concept of the Renaissance was 
	 forged. Florence is the birthplace of modern humanism 	 	
	 inspired by Landino, Marsilio Ficino, Pico della Mirandola 	 	
	 and others. (UNESCO World Heritage Convention and 	 	
	 Historic Centre of Florence)
Patronage of the arts
Recall the artist and sculptor Lorenzo Ghiberti from Chapter 2. He 
is the one who won the commission for the doors of the 
Baptistery of San Giovanni. It required 22 years for Ghiberti to 
design and cast the marvelous bronze panels. The artistic talent 
he manifested was so impressive Michelangelo later nicknamed 
the doors The Gates of Paradise. 
That contest’s runner-up, Filippo Brunelleschi, devastated by the 
loss, left Florence along with Donatello for Rome to study 
architecture. Brunelleschi returned and crowned Florence’s long 
topless Cathedral of Santa Maria Del Fiore with its dome, the 
major symbol of Medici patronage to Florence during the 
Renaissance. 
Interactive 3.1 Popular artworks & symbols of the 
Florentine Renaissance
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Cosimo il Vecchio was the greatest patron of his time, and 
specifically, of architecture. He developed personal relationships 
with the artists he commissioned, being one of the first patrons to 
treat artists as geniuses with sensitive temperaments rather than 
craftsmen and hired hands. He commissioned the headstrong 
Brunelleschi to design and construct Florence’s orphanage, 
rebuild the Basilica di San Lorenzo, and the dome of the 
Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore. Cosimo commissioned other 
now-famous painters, his favorite being Filippo Lippi, who later 
became the mentor of Sandro Botticelli. Donatello, the 
Renaissance sculptor, was such a close friend of Cosimo’s that 
he was buried in the Medici’s Basilica of San Lorenzo. 
The Renaissance bred legendary artists like Leonardo da Vinci, a 
master of multiple skills such as art, anatomy, science, and 
technology. Michelangelo grew up as an apprentice in the Medici 
household after Lorenzo il Magnificio took him in. The Medici 
court during the Renaissance must have been quite the place to 
be—celebrating culture, art, and ancient philosophy. The 
intersection of literature, art, paintings, poetry, music, and 
sculpture joined to manifest magnificent works of art 
incomparable to this day, all borne of the Renaissance of 
Florence.
Interactive 3.2 Florence in 4K
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Introduction 
Italy is globally renowned for its cuisine, and that is saying 
a mouthful! The Italian approach to an enhanced 
experience of eating is all about enjoying quality, fresh, 
genuine food and drink. It is also about eating or drinking in 
a certain progression that aids in digestion. 
All regions of Italy boast local dishes, and Florence is no 
exception. Curious epicures flock to Florence in droves for 
its famous bistecca fiorentina, a T-bone steak about two-
inches thick, seared on the outside and left rare 
inside. Lampredotto, a sandwich on a crusty hamburger 
bun filled with boiled tripe, pesto, and chili spices, is a 
popular street food that locals and adventurous visitors eat 
on the go. The flavorful ribolitta is a well-known Tuscan 
gumbo made with leftover (reboiled) vegetables like kale, 
cabbage, beans, carrots, tomatoes, and day-old bread.
Breakfast 
For breakfast, the usual (da solito) is to go to a bar (short 




various fillings to choose from, like lamponi (raspberry), frutti di 
bosco (mixed berries), cioccolata (chocolate), or crema (cream)—
to start the day, accompanied by a hot cappuccino (espresso with 
milk and foam). After noon, Italians no longer take milk in their 
café, and will only have an espresso or macchiato (espresso with 
milk foam), believing milk should only be ingested in the morning 
because it interferes with digestion as the day progresses. 
Other popular breakfasts in Italy are biscotti dipped in a caffè 
latte or a couple of pieces of toast with apricot (albicocca) jelly…
with an accompanying newspaper to start the day. Only in the 
tourist restaurants will you find an eatery serving eggs for 
breakfast. 
Lunch
Meals usually include bottled water, much of which is sourced 
from Italy’s mineral springs. There are two types of bottled water 
(bottiglia di acqua) you can get: frizzante (sparkling) 
and naturale or minerale (flat). A bar is also an inexpensive place 
to have lunch (il pranzo), like pasta, pizza, un panino (sandwich), 
or insalata (salad). 
Florentine pasta dishes include the following:
• Pappardelle al cinghiale: long, flat, broad strands of pasta with 
wild boar meat in a red sauce consisting of tomatoes, red wine, 
juniper berries, and rosemary
• Tagliolini con tartufo: long spaghetti-like pasta but thin like 
capellini, with truffle mushrooms
• Pici all'aglione: long, hand-rolled pasta, like fat, chewy spaghetti
—local to the region of Tuscany—with tomato and garlic sauce
Dinner
Italians customarily have la cena (dinner) after 8 p.m., and 
therefore have an apertivo to hold them over. An apertivo is a pre-
meal drink expected to whet one’s appetite. At a bar, people 
order a drink and along with it, sample different foods from a 
small but artisanal buffet. The food from the buffet is included 
with price of a drink, such as a glass of Chianti wine. It is a fun 
way to socialize and catch up with friends after a long day of 
work.
When sitting down at an Italian restaurant to eat, people are 
charged a coperto, which is the cover charge for water, bread (il 
pane), and being served. Because of the coperto, which is usually 
2€ (two euros), tipping is not expected but is always appreciated. 
A good rule of thumb is not to eat anywhere near the main tourist 
attractions, and to eat where the locals eat. This is because you 
do not want to pay high prices for mediocre food when you can 
eat much better just a short walk away. 
It is also important to note that Italian restaurants do not serve 
dinner in the same way that American restaurants do. For 
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example, in America, your dinner plate might consist of 
vegetables, pasta, and meat all on one plate (main dish and 
sides). In Italy, food is ordered à la carte, meaning one must 
place separate orders for all parts of a meal. Like in America, 
one can order an appetizer from the antipasto section of the 
menu. Then, i primi (first courses) usually consist of pasta or 
rice dishes (risotto) and soups (minestre). The secondo (second 
course) is usually meat or fish. Contorno are side dishes like 
vegetables or salads. Ordering un primo piatto per il pranzo (a 
first course for lunch), or un secondo con contorno per la 
cena (a second course and a side dish for dinner), is quite 
common. Multi-course meals are usually for special occasions.
Some examples of unique and popular dinner dishes 
appreciated by Florentines and tourists alike are pear and 
pecorino cheese ravioli; filet mignon with blueberry sauce; the 
incredible La Favolosa sandwich with salami, artichoke 
spread, pecorino cream cheese, and spicy eggplant; Tuscan 
salami, cheese, and toasted bread; and gnocchi (soft 
dumpling-like pasta) with gorgonzola cheese and fresh truffles.
Drinks & dessert
Italians enjoy a vast number of aperitifs and digestifs in the 
afternoons and evenings, both for their digestion, which is why 
we see so many aperitifs sipped before or after a meal, like 
Italian limoncello. 
Pappardelle al cinghiale  
Long and flat pasta in meat and red sauce consisting of tomatoes, red wine, 
juniper berries, and rosemary
Gallery 3.1 The cuisine of Florence
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After dinner, Florentines usually order a small gelato (ice cream) 
and enjoy it while walking around town (fare un giro in 
centro). Gelato in Florence is also a local treasure, with flavors 
including fior di latte (flower of milk), stracciatella (Italian version of 
chocolate chip and vanilla), bacio (a chocolate hazelnut 
combination named after the famous chocolates from 
Perugia), pistacchio, mandorla (almond), and nocciola (hazelnut). 
Legend has it, a Florentine named Bernardo Buontalenti invented 
gelato to impress the Medici family. According to the website 
Fantastic Florence (2019), “a sorbet made with ice, salt (to lower 
the temperature), lemon, sugar, egg, honey, milk and a drop of 
wine. His cold cream was flavoured with bergamot and 
orange and was the forerunner of the modern Florentine 
cream.” Gelato has less milk fat and air than American ice cream, 
making for more intense flavors.







“You may have the universe if I may have Italy.”  
—Giuseppe Verdi
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Google Earth screen-capture from Lynn University to Florence’s Duomo in the 
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